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DuBois: Commencement Address at TNCC

Commencement Address at Thomas Nelson Community College
This address was delivered at the Hampton Coliseum on May 9, 2019.

G

ood evening, ladies and gentlemen. Congratulations to the class of 2019! It’s a pleasure to be
with you to celebrate your success and that of a college which has reached its 50th
anniversary.
Your college’s namesake, Thomas Nelson, lived an extraordinary life. The Yorktown native is
among the lesser-known Founding Fathers of our great nation. His signature is on the Declaration
of Independence. In support of the Boston Tea Party, Nelson personally threw two half chests of
tea into the nearby York River. He was a wartime governor of Virginia, following Thomas Jefferson
into that office.
During the siege of Yorktown, which brought the war to a close, Lord Cornwallis, the British
commander, sheltered in Nelson’s home. When Nelson, in charge of the Virginia militia at the time,
saw that the artillery was being fired around his home, but not at it, he ordered his men to destroy
his home – offering five guineas to the man who hit it first. If you’re curious: That offer is worth
more than $1,000 in today’s money. Three cannon balls remain lodged in the home’s exterior walls
today.
Now, that’s quite a legacy for you to live up to, my friends. However, when you go home tonight to
celebrate your new degree, certificate, or diploma with your friends and family, may I suggest you
begin by taking it much, much easier on your home?
Success begets success
I, too, am a community college graduate. The truth is that I wouldn’t be, and I probably wouldn’t be
here if it up to me.
You see, my mom made me do it. No, really. I hated high school; I barely graduated; and I would
have laughed at you if you had told me that I was “college material.” No one in my family had ever
gone. But washing dishes at a nearby restaurant lost its luster after a while.
I was happy to have money in my pocket. But before long, even I could see there wasn’t a lot of
room to move up there. I got really ambitious at one point, and earned a promotion to busboy. I
figured if I could get out to the dining room and see my customers that would really be moving
forward. But my mom wasn’t buying it. Eventually, she won the argument and I went to the
community college.
I still remember what it felt like to drive up to this place I didn’t belong. I got on-line there. Of
course, in my day that meant literally standing on a line to register. When the lady behind the
counter asked me if I had matriculated, I nearly ran away. I had never even heard that word before. I
was surprised to find that I liked the community college. The people were engaging. The ideas and
the conversations were interesting. The professors were inspiring. I was further surprised that I
began wondering what else I could do.
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We’re creatures of curiosity, aren’t we? Rarely do we accomplish something and think, that’s great,
I’m done. Successfully running a 5-K or a 10-K inspires people to attempt running a marathon.
Climbing a hill leads people to wonder if they can climb bigger hills. And hitting a hole in one – no
matter how much blind luck played into it – leads every golfer to wonder if they could join Tiger on
the PGA tour.
Education works the same way. Knowledge leads to further questions whose answers lead to further
knowledge, and on-and-on it goes. And that’s what excites me, folks, about you today: you are at the
very beginning and you’re doing a great job. But, this isn’t the finish line.
Wisdom earned through experience
So, I wanted to offer you some small insights today. Consider these observations from someone
who is a bit further down the road than you – someone who has already lived some of the
experiences you’ll have
and already seen some of
the things you’ll see. And
I would urge you to take
these nuggets of wisdom
with a grain of salt. You
see, these are truths – and
in some cases, cliché’s –
that I have experienced on
my journey through life so
far.
But, I think Walt
Whitman was on to
something about the
power of discernment
when he wrote in the
poem, Song of Myself: “You
shall no longer take things at second or third hand… You shall not look through my eyes either, nor
take things from me, you shall listen to all sides and filter them for yourself.”
So, take what works for you. Discard the rest. And, pay attention to what sticks so when you have to
give a speech like this, you’ll have your own ideas to share. I’m going to begin with tip number five
and work down to number one. Why, you ask? Well, it’s just more dramatic that way.
Tip #5: Dare to be different, dare to be you.
Close your eyes for a moment and think about your favorite actor. Think about your favorite singer.
Now, think about your favorite sports star, if you have one. And finally, think about your best friend
or favorite family member. Got ‘em?
Now, open your eyes, and hear me clearly. Whatever you do, don’t try to be any of those people.
Why? Because we already have them, but we don’t have another you. Admire their best qualities. Let
them inspire you in the ways they do. But at the end of the day, be yourself.
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You are here, at this time, in this place for a purpose. Even if you don’t know what that is, I promise
you it’s not to be someone else. It’s to be you. Embrace that and share it with the world. As the old
expression goes: Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.
Tip #4: Don’t fear failure.
We’re in the midst of hiring seven presidents for VCCS colleges. That means I’ve been conducting a
lot of job interviews. Do you know one of the things I like to ask people: tell me about a time that
you failed, and what did you learn from it?
You see, life does not conveniently exist within the boundaries of our comfort zone. Success
typically requires us to try something new and do something different. We simply must learn and
adapt. We must develop the ability to change.
I’m not talking about being reckless. I’m talking about being smart and willing to act, even in the
face of something unknown. Never failing, never making a mistake, shows me that you’ve never
really tried.
Tip #3: When you’re sorry, say it and mean it.
This pairs nicely with the previous tip. When you fail, when you make a mistake, never be afraid to
own it and say you’re sorry. It’s funny that some people are so afraid to say the words, “I’m sorry.”
They’ll come up with a bunch of excuses, or try to pass off something they did as someone else’s
mistake – two steps that typically make it worse – instead of just owning it.
Experts say a sincere apology includes the following elements: A clear statement of “I’m sorry” and
an expression of regret; a statement of empathy, acknowledging how the other person was harmed;
and a request for forgiveness. And, as many people have pointed out over time, an apology is a
pretty good way to get in the last word.
Tip #2: Be positive and surround yourself with people who are.
Let’s face it: Cynicism is easy; Complaining is easy; and Cheap shots are easy. Social media blurs the
line between rudenss and wit, leaving too many, too often, to think they’re one in the same.
So, how do you cut through it? Choose to be positive and surround yourself with positive people.
Abraham Lincoln wrote that, “Most folks are as happy as they make up their minds to be.” Make
friends of those who choose to be positive. It makes all the difference over the long haul. Life has a
way of throwing you curve balls and unforeseeable challenges. You have a choice in how you
respond.
One day in New York City, I hoped into an Uber. As the car began to roll, we nearly struck a man
who was jaywalking. The man went on a tirade, throwing F-bombs all over, saying unkind things
about my driver’s mother. You get the idea. Not even an apology from the driver stopped it. He just
kept on ranting and swearing.
“How did you stay so calm,” I asked the driver after we pulled away. “Well,” he said, “Life is 25
percent what happens to you and 75 percent how you respond to it.” So, make it a point to be
positive in how you react to things. And pick friends who do the same.
Drum roll, please…
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Tip #1: Do onto others as you would have them do onto you.
There’s a reason it’s called the Golden Rule. Our ability to demonstrate empathy and compassion is
the foundation of modern civilized society. In his 17th century poem, Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes
described the realities of life when we are in conflict or war as, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short.” Though imperfectly, we have demonstrated since then that humanity is not relegated to such
an existence.
In coming together, we help each other survive disasters and rebuild their lives. We help each other
persist through painful and deadly diseases and prevent them. And, we understand science well
enough to step foot on the moon. Those big, memorable moments are built on a foundation of
unremarkable and unsung everyday acts of decency – like helping a confused, lost child find her
parent, holding a door for someone, or simply sharing a kind word. I contend it’s no mistake, and
no accident, that every major religion known to mankind includes a version of the Golden Rule. As
artist Norman Rockwell said, “Not always the same words but the same meaning.”
Closing
In closing, ladies and gentlemen, let me offer one last thought. This one isn’t mine. It comes from
the first man to ever hold the job I’ve had the pleasure of holding since 2001.
Dana Hamel is the inaugural chancellor of the Virginia Community College System. Well into his
90s today, Dana is still with us and even attends a few VCCS events every year. Under his leadership,
Virginia went from having a rag-tag collection of trade schools and university branch campuses into
one of the country’s leading system of comprehensive community colleges – the very same 23
college, 40 campus configuration we operate today.
Dana, as you can imagine, took part in a lot of ceremonies – including several here at Thomas
Nelson. No matter where we was, no matter what the occasion was, he began every speech with the
words I will leave you with today:
Ladies and gentlemen, it’s a great day to be alive in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Now, go make
the most of it.
Thank you.
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